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“I think I am just a normal child now”

BACKGROUND

During 2002 the Children’s Fund (CF) consulted many organisations who work with families about what preventive services they would like to see set up.  Most favoured was an early family counselling service.  Many professionals reported that too many family problems were left  unresolved only to later reappear as difficult and disturbed behaviour in children and adolescents. They therefore recommended the Children’s Fund set up such a service, targeted at the high need estates and if possible delivered from neighbourhood bases. With this in mind, the CF commissioned Relate MK to offer an existing systemic family counselling service on an outreach basis. This commenced in August 2004.

Relate Family Counselling is a nationally accredited service overseen by National Relate at Rugby. The service in MK is delivered by up to 5 systemic counsellors to approximately 27 cyp and their families each week. Relate MK is the only Relate branch to offer this service on a neighbourhood basis, currently in nine high need neighbourhoods:

Fullers Slade

Wolverton

Greenleys

Bradville North

Fishermead

Beanhill

Netherfield

Central Bletchley

The Lakes Estate

All of the issues and lessons are those that have emerged from operational experience.

ISSUES AND LESSONS

1. Because the service is offered at a neighbourhood level it attracts families from disadvantaged areas who would not normally use such a service. It was feared that even delivered at a neighbourhood level this kind of service would be perceived as ‘too middle class’.  This has proven not to be the case.

Schools are normally a good point from which to run this service unless the family have no children at the school when it can be seen as a barrier.

2. Because the service is local, self referred and run by a voluntary organisation it seems to carry no stigma. 

3. We had anticipated that families would need to see the Family Counsellor many more times than has turned out to be the case.  On average families are seen for  ten sessions although this contact may be spaced over several months.

4. We believe that what we view as an accelerated therapeutic relationship comes about because Relate MK have trained neighbourhood based workers on how and who to signpost to them.  We have found families tend to easily transfer their trust to new workers who have the confidence of staff they already know and rely on.  For example this may be a class teacher, school secretary or family centre worker. Building and sustaining working relations with staff and organisations in  neighbourhoods is key to the ongoing success of this service. 

Now I can find a way to talk to my son and we don’t always end up fighting and he seems to be calmer away from the house as well. Thanks”

5. Although Counsellors aim to help families at an early/universal level they are alert to the possibility they will come across those who need to be directed to more specialist help earlier.  So far this has not happened.

6. Members of the public who use this service tend to welcome the signposting approach. They view it as giving them, as consumers, the choice to use or not to use it.

7. Although children tend to be the presenting issue/problem the service has been able to attract several members and generations of the same family.

8. So far very few men have been part of the family groups.  At this time we are not exactly sure why this should be the case.

9. Women, often bringing up children on their own, make up a large proportion of those using the service.

10. We have found that although referrals normally start with a focus on a ‘problem child’, most families are able to switch perspective and see the child’s behaviour in the context of the wider family system.

11. The most significant and common issue facing families using Family Counselling is re-adjustment following relationship breakdown when old members leave (typically a male) and new members join.  Adults in this situation often assume that readjustment and dealing with loss and change is as straightforward for their children as it is for them. 

12. Others working with these families, such as teachers and family centre workers, commonly report immediate and positive changes in both children and adults - often within a few weeks. The enduring effects of such early intervention can only be evaluated over a long time period. Some of the Family Counsellors have hypothesised that children who go through this process will also learn how to think systemically and as parents may be more skilled in seeing and resolving relationship problems in a systemic way. 
13. For a service like this to flourish it will need to be included within a Comprehensive CAMHS service.  To continue it will need ongoing funding that is both preventive and multi agency.

14. If this service works - and we believe it does - it should be considered for wider use across other neighbourhoods in MK, including the newly expanding Western Development.
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